Those Quarrelsome Bonapartes
had always been a balance-wheel, and on what would
happen when her ambitious boys took control she did not
dare to think.
The old man was to unburden himself on/y once more
about Napoleon. Through the long summer months he
failed visibly in spite of care, and the day came when
Letizia had to write for her son. At least, she thought, it
would bring him home. But she had allowed scant time,
and when Napoleon, having wheedled another of those
endless furloughs out of a chaotic War Department, and
leaving Louis in the care of his landlady, returned home,
he found the others at the bedside assembled, with the
exception of Marianne, who was still at school in St.-Cyr.
All day the house had been hushed, and in the late
afternoon they had stolen up, one by one, at Letizia's
summons. The physician sat by the bed with his hand on
the flickering pulse. Napoleon, the salt-spray still fresh
upon him, took his place on the opposite side with Joseph
and Lucien; and there, ranked in the order of their ages,
they stood, looking gravely down while the children,
Pauline, Caroline, and little Jerome, clustered in the
corner, awed by that presence in the air so vaguely and
faintly felt, which in its time must approach and pass
over every threshold.
With her fine sense of practicality, Letizia had not
been idle. Constantly she had attended the invalid and now
had gone to the window to signal the heedless Mammucia
below to cease her altercations with an itinerant cart-
driver.
At last the form on the bedside, which for hours had not
stirred, opened its eyes. That morning the last rites had
been administered, the lips touched with the sacred wine;
44